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The 1996 welfare reform act placed employment in the formal workforce at the center of the nation's official response to poverty among families with working-age adults. In doing so, current welfare reform efforts necessarily emphasize the role of local labor markets as the means to escape poverty rather than as a prime contributor to its persistence. For many, the difference is not merely a semantic one, as increased willingness in some states to spend public funds on work supports for low-income welfare recipients attests (Long et al. 1998; National Rural Development Partnership 1998) . Welfare reform has led to increased recognition that the ability to move people out of poverty relies largely on the ability of labor markets to generate a sufficient number of good jobs (Pavetti and Acs 1997; Gottschalk 2000) .
Thus, reform has also re-energized attempts to understand the characteristics and processes that create and sustain low-wage, low-skill labor markets (Kaye and Nightingale 2000) . The implications of this sea change are particularly important in rural America, where the share of workers in the low-wage, low-skill labor market is well above the nation's, and where past efforts to reduce poverty often confronted deeprooted social and economic resistance (Gibbs and Parker 2000) .
1 Recent rural economic trends suggest that solutions will not be easy. Despite a decade of steady economic expansion, rural labor market outcomes-job growth, unemployment rates, earnings, and wage progression among them-typically fall below the national average, and most show no signs of convergence. On average, it remains slightly harder to get a job, and much harder to get a good-paying job, in a rural community.
This chapter describes the distinctive characteristics that constrain job availability and earnings in many rural labor markets and, in turn, affect the prospects for the economic success of welfare recipients. Crucial differences in rural and urban labor markets exist, particularly the limitations that low levels of formal education and rural job structures place on workers' upward occupational and wage mobility. Low pay and limited career ladders are endemic among rural people who feel the effects of welfare reform most acutely: i.e., women with less education or who belong to a racial or ethnic minority.
We begin with a brief overview of rural labor trends, which show improvement in some measures of labor force well-being during the 1990s. However, the rural trends also fail to converge with national indicators, especially during the urban-biased expansion of the late 1990s. The roots of enduring rural differences are found in the inherent qualities of small, sparse populations historically associated with extractive industries (mining and forestry, for example). Rural geography and history continue to shape labor markets in the form of a spatial division of labor reflected in their low education levels and relatively few opportunities for career advancement compared with complex urban skill and occupational hierarchies.
The second section of the chapter examines the implications of these distinctive rural features for job availability and family-sustaining earnings, particularly among women and minorities. We find a substantial overlap between areas where welfare reform is likely to affect a large share of the population and where jobs are relatively scarce. These areas also tend to be marked by low average earnings and a relative lack of good-paying jobs for less-educated adults, especially for rural women without a college education. Finally, the labor market prospects for less-educated, rural workers in an increasingly serviceoriented economy are discussed.
RECENT TRENDS IN THE RURAL LABOR FORCE
The steady expansion of the U.S. economy over the past 10 years provides the best possible conditions for welfare reform to move indi-viduals into sustaining employment. Although rural employment growth has slowed since 1995, it remained robust enough at the end of 2000 to maintain downward pressure on unemployment. Rural unemployment rates have closely tracked the national decline since 1992 with few exceptions and, as of the fourth quarter of 2000, hovered just above 4 percent (Figure 2.1) .
Economists have noted the generally modest upswing in earnings during the 1990s expansion, despite the lowest unemployment rates in 30 years. Statistics drawn from the Current Population Survey indicate a 10 percent gain in average weekly earnings between 1990 and 1999, after adjusting for inflation, for both rural and urban workers, a gain that is sizable by the standards of the previous decade. However, a similar measure, average earnings per nonfarm job, derived from data developed by the Bureau of Economic Analysis, shows that real rural earnings have changed little since the beginning of the 1990s (Figure  2 .2).
2 Still, although the two data sources disagree slightly on trends, both show a persistently large gap of 25-30 percent between rural and urban earnings levels, which has changed little since the early 1980s. A portion of the gap is probably explained by lower costs of living in rural areas. A recent study, however, found that cost-of-living differences probably account for no more than half of the nominal earnings gap (Nord 2000) .
Together, trends in unemployment and earnings point to the continuing distinctiveness of rural labor markets. In the face of strong eco-SOURCE: Calculated by ERS using data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics. nomic growth, rural labor market outcomes have followed improving national patterns, without necessarily converging with urban levels. Moreover, a comparison of aggregate rural and urban trends presents a conservative view of the rural predicament with respect to welfare reform. Many of the demographic and economic groups most at risk of unemployment and low or stagnant earnings are found in disproportionate numbers in rural areas. Likewise, the overwhelming majority of high-unemployment or low-earnings counties are rural.
Employment Density and the Operation of Rural Labor Markets
A traditional spatial economics approach views small population size and low employment densities (jobs per square mile) as critical distinctions of rural labor markets. Because labor markets, by definition, are the confluence of labor demand and labor supply through a price mechanism, namely wages, worker-employer matching lies at the heart of this view. The efficiency and quality of matches are also important because they affect workers' subsequent job productivity and earnings and the likelihood of quitting or being dismissed.
Rural labor markets are supposed to encourage good matches in a number of ways. Rural job seekers are considered more likely to find employers (and vice versa) through informal methods-such as word of mouth-than are those in urban labor markets, and searchers and employers in rural areas are more likely to have personal knowledge of one another with which to assess the quality of the match. Because the number of job openings at any given time is likely to be smaller in a rural labor market area, searchers can canvass and compare a larger share of openings (Doeringer 1984; Rungeling, Smith, and Scott 1976) . Limited job openings in rural areas, however, may also constrain the "goodness of fit" between worker and employer, and may require the job searcher to look further afield or go without a new job for a longer period of time. Urban labor markets offer a wider variety of jobs and a larger share with specialized skill requirements that are well suited to particular individuals. The small size of many rural labor markets, on the other hand, means that the types of jobs available may be less varied. In addition, rural employers may give undue weight to their personal "knowledge" of a job applicant. With fewer employers in a local labor market, a worker can be more easily marked as a problem employee. Identifying problem workers improves productivity to the extent that poor performers are less likely to find jobs, but it is troubling when searchers are rejected unfairly, as when recent labor force entrants are denied sufficient opportunity to develop consistent work habits. In any event, the net effect of low job density on worker-employer matches is unclear. This is unfortunate for rural welfare policy analysts and points to an unmet need for research that applies rural job search theory specifically to the low-wage, low-skill workforce (Goldstein and Gronberg 1984; Doeringer 1984) .
Well-matched workers are more productive and, on average, earn higher wages. Rural wages are typically lower than urban wages, but the impact of low density on worker-employer matches plays only a small part in low rural wages. Of greater importance are the forces that generate rural/urban differences in economic activity and, therefore, in the types of workers found in each. Contemporary attempts to explain the rural/urban division of labor draw mostly on variants of the urban hierarchy or core-periphery models of regional economies.
3 A widely accepted version of this model views cities as engines of skills development. The same processes of "cumulative causality" that give rise to urban centers encourage skill specialization, linked in labor economics with higher productivity. At the same time, cities usually serve their regions or nations as the hub of communication and transportation networks, promoting the labor functions associated with administration and other headquarter operations in manufacturing and services (Glaeser and Maré 1994; Lucas 1988) .
These functions, and the jobs that accompany them, are less common in rural economies. Furthermore, rural goods and service production are geographically distant from the sources of innovation and initial product development. Rural production is often more routinized, demanding less training or education. Over time, rural areas have retained a relatively large share of the nation's low-skill, low-technology industries and less-skilled occupations (McGranahan and Ghelfi 1998; Norton and Rees 1979) .
Education and Rural Labor Supply
The quintessential rural traits of low employment density and remoteness are inseparable from the historical reliance on natural resource-based, extractive industries, especially farming, but also mining, lumbering, and fishing. Although employment in these industries often entailed mastering a complex set of skills, they rarely required much formal education. Over time, differences in educational attainment became a hallmark of rural and urban economic divergence (Killian and Beaulieu 1995).
The oft-repeated assumption that rural education levels have for the most part caught up with urban levels is, in fact, overly optimistic. Table 2 .1 compares decennial census data on rural and urban education attainment from 1960 to 1990. The 1990 census shows that only about one in eight rural adults over age 25 has a college degree, compared with more than one in five urban adults. The ratio of adults without a high school diploma to college graduates is nearly two to one in rural areas, compared with near parity in urban areas.
What is most remarkable about the rural/urban difference in education is its persistence despite 40 years of economic restructuring. Whether the difference is increasing is a matter of perception. On the one hand, Table 2 .1 shows a widening rural/urban gap in college graduation through 1990, based on the simple difference in rural and urban rates. However, the rate of increase in the share of adults with a college , 1960, 1970, 1980, and 1990, unless otherwise noted. degree since 1960 is identical (not shown). On the other hand, although the high school noncompletion gap seems to have narrowed slightly, the decline in the high school dropout rate has generally been faster in urban areas. Comparable statistics from the 1999 Current Population Survey indicate substantial rural/urban convergence in the 1990s and that parity is fast approaching in the share of those without a high school diploma and those who are college graduates. The number of rural adults without a high school diploma has remained fairly steady during this period because of a balance between the labor force entry of young adults who are better educated than the previous generations (shown in the last row of Table 2 .1) and the influx of less-educated, older adults from urban areas.
Industrial Structure and Skill Requirements in Rural Labor Markets
Rural industrial change has largely mimicked changes in urban America over the last quarter century, but with a lag. The decline in employment in extractive industries-predominantly mining and agriculture-continued, although the rate of decline in agriculture has leveled off as its share of the rural workforce fell below 10 percent. By the late 1990s, the number of job openings in these industries was small enough to make them unlikely avenues for entry-level workers (with the exception of international migrants in some cases).
The main story, of course, is the transition from manufacturing to service employment, which occurred in both rural and urban economies. In the mid 1970s, manufacturing employed about 19 percent of both the rural and urban labor forces. In contrast to the precipitous decline in urban manufacturing employment beginning with the recessions of the early 1980s, rural manufacturing has declined gradually. As a result, 16 percent of the rural labor force remained employed in manufacturing by 1998, as opposed to 11 percent in urban areas. In many counties in the rural South, especially, manufacturing is an important source of jobs for men and women without a college education.
Nonetheless, services are now the source of slightly more than half of rural jobs and two-thirds of urban jobs. The transition has had rather different implications for men and women. As happened in urban cen-ters, the growth of the rural service economy paralleled and reinforced the mass entry of women in the formal labor market. Today, services and trade provide 73 percent of rural women's total employment, compared with 39 percent of men's. Despite the disproportionate importance of manufacturing in the rural economy, rural women are only slightly more likely than urban women to work in that industry (13 percent vs. 10 percent).
The rise of the service sector is a boon for women's labor force participation, because many service-related jobs are more likely to be parttime or seasonal and allow women to integrate formal market work into the still-pervasive demands of maintaining a household and rearing children. Yet this flexibility is a double-edged sword, given that parttime employment is often involuntary and often includes fewer nonwage benefits than full-time work. In rural areas, women are relatively concentrated in retail trade, which has the lowest average pay of any major industry.
Although the broad outlines of rural industrial structure have come to more closely resemble urban structure, skill requirements within industries often differ substantially across rural/urban lines (Table 2. 2). The sharpest contrasts are evident in the share of workers holding college degrees. Nearly one in four urban manufacturing workers, for example, has at least a bachelor's degree compared with fewer than one in ten rural manufacturing workers. Similarly large rural/urban gaps exist in almost every major industry. For the least-educated workers (those without high school diplomas), rural/urban differences are often slight, or even show higher rural education levels, as is the case for farming, wholesale and retail trade, and personal services. Although not directly discernible from Table 2 .2, it is also true that the employment distributions by industry for less-educated rural and urban workers are quite similar, with somewhat greater employment in manufacturing among less-educated rural workers.
Skill differences between rural and urban workforces have also become more muted, as seen in employment distributions among occupations (Table 2. 3). Urban workers are much more likely to be in managerial and professional occupations and less likely to be employed in noncraft, blue-collar occupations. However, other distinctions are less finely drawn. For workers without a high school diploma, rural/urban differences are negligible and mainly reflect differences in industrial structure. Rural less-educated workers are more likely to work in bluecollar occupations, many concentrated in manufacturing. Urban lesseducated workers are more often engaged in the administrative support, clerical, sales, and service occupations typical of the service sector.
RURAL LABOR MARKETS AND WELFARE REFORM: IMPLICATIONS FOR JOB AVAILABILITY
An abundance of job openings is the first condition for ensuring that welfare recipients have the opportunity to make a successful transition into the labor force. Ideally, one would measure job availability by looking at job vacancy rates. These data are unavailable at the national level, and unemployment rates are typically used as a proxy. Many macroeconomists believe that national (and by extension, rural) unemployment in the late 1990s rested near the lowest rate possible without encouraging inflation, providing the best possible conditions for labor force entrants (Council of Economic Advisers 2000, p. 92). For this reason, economists have generally concluded that most welfare recipients will find employment readily and without creating significant supply-demand imbalances (Lerman, Loprest, and Ratcliffe 1999; Bartik 1998; Burtless 1998 ).
The marginally higher unemployment rates in rural labor markets imply that rural welfare recipients will have about the same difficulty finding a job as urban recipients, and will perhaps have less difficulty than those in urban centers where welfare use is concentrated. Two points are necessary, however, to give a more complete picture of rural job availability. First, the likelihood of being unemployed varies considerably according to a person's demographic and human capital characteristics, such as race and educational attainment (Table 2.4). Unemployment rates are higher for the less educated and for racial and ethnic minorities, but only slightly higher for women (with the exception of Hispanic women). Unemployment rates for rural black men and women with at most a high school diploma are at or near 10 percent, more than twice the rate of whites. Aggregate unemployment rates, therefore, may not provide an accurate picture of the difficulty the welfare population will have finding a job, given that they are disproportionately nonwhite and less-educated than average. Second, unemployment rates vary widely across counties. In 1999, 325 counties, most of them rural, had unemployment rates greater than twice the national average of 4 percent. These high-unemployment rural counties are characterized by little or no urbanization, remoteness from urban areas, very low education levels, and a large share of minority residents. Because many of the same characteristics are associated with persistent poverty and consistently high use of welfare programs, a substantial number of counties where the need for jobs is greatest owing to welfare reform are the same counties with the lowest job availability (Figure 2.3) .
Moreover, the relationship between worker characteristics and employers' location decisions is self-reinforcing. Low-education, highpoverty counties are unattractive to many prospective employers who need sufficiently large pools of well-trained workers. In the rural South, for instance, manufacturers are now eschewing traditional lowwage, low-skill areas in favor of a better educated-and presumably more trainable-workforce (McGranahan 1999). Without substantial investments in human capital development, these counties face one or more scenarios over the next few years: the lack of jobs will cause wages to fall further and entice some types of new employment; job seekers will search elsewhere for better prospects, either through commuting or migration; or job seekers will retreat from the formal labor market altogether. NOTE: "High" refers to the top quartile of rural counties ranked by the estimated share of families using Aid to Families with Dependent Children or by the annual average unemployment rate. SOURCE: Produced by the ERS using data from the U.S. Department of Commerce.
Sustainable Earnings in Rural Labor Markets
Although less-educated workers in some rural counties will have difficulty finding jobs, the problem of low earnings is more widespread. The distribution of jobs in rural labor markets, as noted above, is heavily weighted toward work requiring less formal education. Wage declines among less-educated workers in the 1980s are reflected in the persistent high rural rates of low-wage work, defined as work that, if performed full-time full-year, would yield earnings below the weighted average poverty level for a family of four ($16,655 in 1999) . In 1979, 24 percent of the rural workforce held low-wage jobs. The proportion climbed to nearly one-third by the mid 1980s. Only in the last few years has low-wage employment declined significantly as a share of total rural employment. However, in 1999, at 27 percent, the rate still exceeded the rate in 1979. Low-wage work in urban labor markets experienced a similar rise and fall over time, but always at a lower share of total employment than in rural areas; the urban rate stood at just under 20 percent in 1999.
As with job availability, low earnings show a distinctive geographic pattern. The Economic Research Service (USDA) recently delineated low-wage counties, defined as the top 20 percent of nonmetro counties ranked by the proportion of wage-and-salary workers in industries with average earnings below the four-person poverty threshold in 1995. Just as unemployment rates are higher on average for counties away from urban centers, so the share of employment in low-wage industries tends to be higher in sparsely populated, remote counties, away from clusters of higher-paying managerial, professional, and technical jobs. Few low-wage counties are dependent on manufacturing, since these industries pay low-educated workers relatively well and offer stable employment (McGranahan 2001) . In areas where farming or logging is important, average earnings are often low and the share of low-wage workers is often high, less because these industries pay poorly than because their prominence signals a lack of alternatives (Gibbs and Cromartie 2000) .
Unlike counties with high unemployment, however, low-wage counties do not significantly overlap counties with high welfare use, except for a few counties in the lower Mississippi Delta and scattered counties with large minority populations in Georgia, Texas, New Mex-ico, and South Dakota (Figure 2.4) . Low-wage counties with the lowest rates of welfare use are located in the Great Plains, where low-wage workers are less likely to be the family's sole wage earner and where outmigration is a more common alternative to economic deprivation than in other regions (Gibbs and Cromartie 2000) .
During the 1980s, attention was focused on demand-side reasons for the lack of good-paying jobs and for lower wage levels in rural areas. Researchers noted that real rural earnings fell by 12 percent while urban earnings rose by 1 percent between 1979 and 1989, even as educational attainment rose in both areas. The increase in skills required by rural employers appeared to be outpaced by the rate of human capital growth. Employers also continued to seek out pools of low-skill, low-cost labor, dampening the growth of high-skill jobs and causing a large outflow of the best-educated to urban areas (McGranahan and Ghelfi 1991) .
In the 1990s, interest in the association between low educational attainment and low earnings in rural areas has re-emerged as the rural economy prospered relative to its earlier performance. This association takes on a special character in rural areas where low-wage jobs are concentrated. Historically, the relatively large supply of workers with low education depressed earnings. For example, a typical worker without a high school diploma earned 19 percent less in a low-education county than in a high-education county, in part because competition for available low-skill jobs is usually stiffer in the former. 4 Moreover, social scientists have recently explored the ability of large concentrations of high-skill, high-education workers to augment the productivity, and therefore the earnings, of individual workers in urban areas (Rauch 1993; Jovanovic and Rob 1989) . To the extent that this principle operates in low-skill, low-wage labor markets as well, many rural workers are likely to enjoy very little, if any, productivity enhancement.
An examination of 1999 earnings data shows that the economic and demographic changes of the 1990s altered earlier earnings/education relationships (Table 2 .5). Rural average weekly earnings are, for the most part, lower than urban earnings, even after controlling for education levels. The most important exception is rural adults who did not complete high school. Their average earnings are almost equal to those of similar urban workers. In fact, cost-of-living differences may mean that many rural high school dropouts can achieve a higher stan- dard of living, a possibility also suggested by the influx of persons with low education from urban to rural areas. Given the high rates of high school noncompletion among welfare recipients, this comparison initially suggests that many rural recipients will fare at least no worse than urban recipients in securing a sustaining wage. However, aggregate earnings estimates are potentially misleading for those workers most likely to be affected by welfare reform. Table 2 .5 shows that average weekly earnings for rural women, especially minority women, fall well below the rural average. Rural women without high school diplomas can expect to earn $257 per week on average, or the equivalent of $13,364 annually, 22 percent below the four-person poverty threshold of $16,655. Rural black women earn $241 per week, 26 percent below the four-person equivalent. Even this measure overstates likely earnings over time, because many women are working part-time and may not hold a job 52 weeks out of the year.
A stated goal of welfare reform is to promote financial independence. The need for auxiliary work supports became clearer as PRWO-RA was implemented by states and localities in 1997. Implicit in the provision of public assistance for child care, transportation, and employment counseling, for example, is the assumption that recipients who go to work will gain skills, general and specific, in entry-level jobs and eventually leverage them for better pay. Yet, how likely is it that rural workers with limited education can move into better-paying jobs?
It should be noted here that the four-person poverty threshold, which translates into slightly more than $8 an hour on a full-time basis in 1999, is not necessarily adequate for true financial independence even in low-cost areas. The "living wage" movement, which developed just as the public policy link between poverty reduction and work tightened, seeks to establish local minimum wages that more accurately reflect the earnings necessary to sustain a basic standard of living than does the current federal minimum wage ($5.15/hour). Living wages are usually calculated based on either the official poverty threshold or local family budgets. Most recent studies that employ the latter method place the living wage in the $9-$20 per hour range depending on family size, with the exception of very large cities (Zimmerman and Garkovich 1998; Bernstein, Brocht, and Spade-Aguilar 1999) . If we (somewhat arbitrarily) establish a $12 per hour threshold for a sustainable wage in rural areas, then about 20 percent of all jobs held by rural workers without college experience can be classified as "sustainable." Only 14 percent of the jobs held by similarly situated women offer that pay, however.
These figures apply to current rural workers; they may not be appropriate for estimating the wage prospects of those required to go to work under PRWORA. An alternative approach is to calculate the share of low-skill jobs-those requiring limited formal education and most likely to be held by new entrants-that are in occupations typically paying at least $12 an hour (Table 2.6).
5 Nearly two-thirds of all rural jobs are in low-skill occupations, compared with just over half of urban jobs. The percentage of low-skill employment among predomi- nantly female-held occupations is lower, particularly in rural areas. Considering only occupations that require short-term (fewer than 90 days) on-the-job training, about one-third of both rural and urban jobs fall into this category; the rate for such occupations held mainly by women is higher, around 40 percent. Only a small share of these low-skill jobs can be described as "good paying." Among predominantly female-held occupations, the share of these jobs that pay well is extremely low (2 to 4 percent), suggesting that wage progression will be quite difficult for the majority of welfare recipients who enter the labor force.
POLICY IMPLICATIONS
Rural labor markets continue to be distinguished from urban markets by lower levels of human capital and a larger share of employment in extractive and manufacturing industries. The small populations and low employment densities that typify rural labor markets reinforce these characteristics and discourage prospective or expanding employers. Rapid spatial diffusion of new information and communications technologies can mitigate, but not negate, the need for a substantial onsite pool of skilled labor, nor can it fully counter the lack of physical infrastructure and services often arising from the high per-unit provision costs in rural areas.
Despite these inherent limitations, rural America as a whole in the 1990s saw employment gains in line with national trends. Conclusions about rural earnings are sensitive to the data source used, but in general, changes in rural real earnings during the period follow overall patterns. In fact, rural labor markets may be better positioned for welfare reform than is often assumed because rural and urban job structures appear to be converging. Urban and rural industry and occupation mixes are becoming more alike; aggregate rural unemployment rates are usually within a few tenths of a point of urban rates; earnings for rural high school dropouts are as high as those for urban dropouts; and the share of good-paying jobs among low-skill occupations is not substantially different in rural and urban areas.
However, rural labor markets also face substantial welfare reform challenges. Many rural counties still have very high unemployment rates, and a high proportion of those entered the PRWORA era with large welfare caseloads. Furthermore, the rural/urban earnings gap is a conservative indicator of the challenge faced by rural labor markets to provide sustainable earnings. The average earnings of women and minorities fall well below the rural average, and for those without a high school diploma, annual earnings from a full-time, full-year job are usually below the four-person poverty threshold. In addition, although the rates of "good" jobs in rural and urban areas among low-skill occupations are similar, both are extremely low for occupations held predominantly by women. Because welfare reform is most likely to affect women, the apparent lack of opportunity to move up the job ladder without additional education is a critical stumbling block.
What do the structural economic changes under way in rural areas imply for the less-skilled, low-paying sector of the labor force? On the one hand, the slow decline in manufacturing employment is closing the historical avenues that led to sustained earnings and stable employment for many of these workers. The poverty rate of full-time manufacturing workers without a high school diploma is one-third that of other similar full-time workers. Employment declines have accelerated since the mid 1990s, with little chance for reversal despite the entry of a few high-visibility manufacturers into labor market areas accessible to rural workers.
On the other hand, the growth of service and retail trade is often portrayed as leading to an inevitable decline in living standards among low-wage, low-skill workers. Service-sector earnings in rural areas have fallen farther behind manufacturing wages since the early 1980s, increasing the chance of a long-term deterioration in wages for workers who might formerly have become machine operators but are now sales clerks or cashiers. Nevertheless, in some areas, service employment is the only alternative to a loss of jobs. For two-earner households, particularly those with young children, service employment may provide the means for women (and some men) to contribute to the household's income while juggling the dual demands of home and workplace. Single-earner households-those most likely to be affected by welfare reform-are more likely to find themselves performing the same juggling act but facing greater economic hardship as a result of the transformation of local economies from manufacturing-based to service-based.
With a few significant exceptions, federal industrial and employ-ment policies assume the primacy of market forces to determine the spatial location of economic activities. Although states are more active in fashioning interventions that encourage the location of large plants within their borders, they play a minor role in aggregate employment changes over time. For the foreseeable future, most rural areas-those outside easy commuting distance to urban centers and without abundant natural amenities-will not see large-scale changes in the nature of the local economy. Where such changes do occur, the benefits for less-educated workers are often small. For these workers, policies that encourage skills acquisition and additional education are critical to reducing long-term supply-and-demand mismatches in low-wage labor markets. Because most of these workers are women or minorities, or both, it is equally important to ensure that their talents and skills are fully used and that past occupational channeling that locked workers into low-wage jobs is avoided. Finally, it should be noted that low-skill jobs will continue to be a significant part of the economy in almost all local labor market areas, rural and urban, for many years to come. For the workers who participate in these markets, a safety net of work supports, wage floors, and assistance during employment transitions will remain a key component of any set of policies aimed at improving the well-being of the disadvantaged and the marginalized in U.S. society.
Notes
1. "Rural" and "urban" are used throughout the chapter to denote "nonmetropolitan"
and "metropolitan" counties as defined in 1994 by the Office of Management and Budget. 2. Earnings per job from the Bureau of Economic Analysis is based on data from establishments located in nonmetro counties and counts all jobs including those held by self-employed workers, whereas the CPS data is based on a household survey and includes (in this analysis) only wage and salary workers. A significant number of these workers, however, may work in metro areas. 3. Bloomquist, Gingeri, Tomaskovic-Devey, and Truelove (1993) provided an excellent discussion of theoretical frameworks for understanding rural/urban differentiation in employment structures. 4. A "low-education" county is defined as being in the top quartile of rural counties ranked by the share of workers without a high school diploma; a "high-education" county is in the bottom quartile. The statistic is derived from an analysis of the 1990 Public Use Microsample files prepared from decennial census data by the U.S. Census Bureau. 5. Low-skill jobs are defined here as being in occupations that typically require no formal education, but 3-12 months of on-the-job training are required to become proficient (Bureau of Labor Statistics).
